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ABSTRACT
This paper examines the impact of two of the gravest natural disasters 
in contemporary Asian history: Cyclone Nargis, which devastated 
parts of Myanmar in May 2008, and Typhoon Haiyan, which hit 
the Philippines in November 2013. It addresses the role played by 
greatly divergent governance structures, noting that governance 
failures led to the exacerbation of the disasters in both cases. The 
paper explores the links between the national government as the 
primary duty-bearer for good governance and natural disaster risk 
management, examining institutions, infrastructures, education 
and budgetary allocations in each country; seeking the underlying 
causes of inefficient disaster management. This includes the extent to 
which each government fell short in its response even though each 
country is regularly exposed to typhoons and tropical storms. In each 
case the findings are that the national resilience and government 
preparedness efforts to reduce the impact of natural disasters were 
insufficient, and that the authorities, either through lack of capacity 
or lack of will, experienced reaction shortcomings. The final section 
contains lessons learned and policy prescriptions in order to enhance 
resilience in the face of future natural disasters in Asia.

Introduction

Three trends have led to an increase in the perception of human vulnerability to nature. 
First, population growth and density mean that the number of potential casualties produced 
by a disaster event has risen. Second, as a result of the revolution in communications and 
information technology (CIT), natural disasters, even those occurring in isolated parts of 
the world, are widely reported, and the suffering of others has become a global concern. 
Third, the shortcomings of governance policies by those in positions of authority have 
resulted in increased insecurity among the most vulnerable, either as a result of underde-
velopment undermining the potential resilience of communities, or the negative impact 
of some development policies doing likewise.1 This paper focuses primarily on the third of 
these trends, although acknowledging that the first contributes to governance failure while 
exacerbating its consequences, and the second increases awareness of governance failure 
as well as pressure upon those who govern.
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The consequences of underdevelopment2 in terms of increasing the impact of natural 
disasters can readily be seen from even the most cursory of surveys. In January 2010, a 
category 7 earthquake devastated Haiti, killing more than 160,000 people and displacing 
close to 1.5 million (Laurent, 2015). The next month, February 2010, an earthquake of even 
greater magnitude (8.8) hit central Chile. Despite considerable damage and loss of life, Chile 
was able to demonstrate significantly greater resilience. Likewise, 89 per cent of storm- 
related fatalities from 1995 through 2014 came from lower-income countries, even though 
these countries experienced just 26 per cent of storms (World Bank, 2016). Development 
level, therefore, correlates with the resilience of a community in the face of natural disas-
ters. The negative impact of some policies aimed at developing a society can, however, be 
equally catastrophic. Although many advocates of nuclear power see it as a positive force, 
not only for development and building energy security, but also as a “greener” option for 
these objectives, poor governance oversight can have devastating consequences, as seen 
in the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear meltdown that hit northern Japan in March 2011. 
The Chairman of the Fukushima Nuclear Accident Independent Investigation Commission 
(NAIIC) noted that although triggered by cataclysmic events, “the subsequent accident at 
the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant cannot be regarded as a natural disaster. It was 
a profoundly manmade disaster” (National Diet of Japan, 2012, p. 9).

Within governance3 literature, human security, development and poverty are readily 
understood as interrelated and connected in a complex causality (Howe, 2013, p. 22). When 
it comes to natural disasters, these linkages are even more apparent: natural disasters lead to 
human and economic losses and have a long-term impact on national economies, in turn 
leading to a new generation of vulnerable extreme poor. Underdevelopment and rising 
levels of poverty lead to the destruction of the natural environment since the poor need 
resources to survive, thereby increasing vulnerability to natural disasters (UNDP, 2004; 
Ahrens & Rudolph, 2006, p. 208). In this circular linkage, the poor are the most vulnerable 
when natural disasters occur, and human security issues are the most pronounced in areas of 
heaviest dependence on natural resources. Thus by creating disaster-resilient communities, 
it is possible to enhance human security (Shaw, 2006, p. 3). Those who govern, therefore, 
have a responsibility to protect, but also to provide conditions under which the most vul-
nerable are free from fear and want.

Resilient communities, however, must be built from the bottom up, as families, neigh-
bours and local authorities are likely to be the first responders assisting those affected by 
natural disasters. This means that local communities must be educated and trained, but 
also empowered. This brings in human rights, dignity and empowerment. This paper, there-
fore, not only examines the impact of two of the gravest natural disasters in contemporary 
Asian history, but also looks at the role played by governance structures. Myanmar’s resil-
ience was undermined by an authoritarian national-security focused governance structure, 
which was highly resistant to outside interference or assistance. The Philippines represents 
a very different model of government, a functioning and consolidated democracy, with a 
strong civil society, that is welcoming of external assistance, but governance shortcomings 
were still exposed by the impact of a cataclysmic event. Focusing on Cyclone Nargis that 
devastated parts of Myanmar in May 2008, and Typhoon Haiyan that hit the Philippines 
in November 2013, this paper explores the links between the national government as the 
primary duty-bearer for good governance, natural disaster risk reduction, and natural dis-
aster risk management.4 It examines national institutions, infrastructures, education and 
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budgetary allocations in each country, and seeks to find the underlying causes of disaster 
management shortcomings.

Governance can be seen as forming the bridge between human security, as derived 
from the entitlement rights of human beings, and the responsibilities of those in positions 
of power and authority towards those they govern. Good governance involves pursuing 
policies that facilitate most comprehensively the protection and promotion of the human 
security of the most vulnerable. A broad interpretation of human security includes notions 
of freedom from want, freedom from fear, and freedom to live one’s life in dignity (CHS, 
2003, p. 4). Brauch (2008, pp. 23–24) has proposed introducing the perspective of “freedom 
from hazard” into the lexicon, and also including the environmental dimension. Ahrens 
and Rudolph (2006, p. 208) argue that institutional frameworks and governance structures 
are key features of disaster management; thus, it is the poor in particular in developing 
countries who lack the administrative, organisational, financial and political capacity to 
effectively cope with disasters and who are especially vulnerable. “While only 11 percent 
of the people exposed to natural hazards live in countries characterised by a low level of 
human development, they account for more than 53 percent of the total number of recorded 
deaths” (Ahrens & Rudolph, 2006, pp. 23–24).

Such governance directives have also found their way into international policy guidelines 
on disaster management. In 2005, in Hyogo, Japan, 168 states participated in the World 
Conference on Disaster Reduction (WCDR) which led to fundamental changes in the way 
states prepare for disasters. The five priorities for Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) established 
at the conference and laid out in the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015: Building the 
Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters (HFA) included:

1.    Ensure DRR is a national and local priority with a strong institutional basis for 
implementation.

2.    Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning.
3.    Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience 

at all levels.
4.    Reduce the underlying risk factors.
5.    Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels (WCDR, 2005, 

p. 6).

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030 (SFDRR), the successor 
instrument to the HFA, was adopted at the Third UN World Conference in Sendai, Japan, 
on 18 March 2015. Thus, these two instruments of global governance bracket the two cases 
examined in this paper. In Sendai, stakeholders and commentators identified inter alia the 
need for a strong emphasis on disaster risk management as opposed to disaster management; 
the primary responsibility of states to prevent and reduce disaster risk; all-of-society and 
all-of-State institutions engagement; the strengthening of disaster risk governance, including 
national platforms; accountability for disaster risk management; mobilisation of risk-sensi-
tive investment to avoid the creation of new risk; strengthening of international cooperation 
and global partnership; and risk-informed donor policies and programs, including financial 
support and loans from international financial institutions (WCDR, 2015, p. 5).

Thus, from an international institutional perspective on good governance, there is an 
acknowledgment of the primary responsibility of states, the need to avoid development 
and other policy-making that increases or creates new risk, all-of-society engagement, and 
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engagement with international actors and donors to increase resilience. Governments that 
focus solely on national security or pro-growth economic policies may be seen as negligent. 
Likewise, the only way to break the vicious circle of underdevelopment, human insecurity 
and natural disaster identified above is through the enhancement of human security within 
a comprehensive governance framework. Such a model would include sustainable develop-
ment planning and environment management, mitigation efforts to build a resilient infra-
structure against floods and winds, and preparation efforts such as forecasting, education, 
evacuation planning and regular drills for appropriate response when disaster threatens.

Governance policy-making in both the case studies fell short of the ideal, but for differ-
ent reasons. In Myanmar, national security prioritisation and resistance to international 
assistance exacerbated the impact of Cyclone Nargis, whereas in the Philippines, despite 
greater openness and receptiveness to international involvement, there remained problems 
of domestic capacity and all-of-State coordination. To this extent, the case studies reveal 
the importance of the holistic approach to disaster risk reduction and resilience embodied 
in the SFDDR, encompassing the coordination of all internal and external agencies, as well 
as the political, economic and institutional frameworks. Neither government was caught 
wholly unawares by the natural disasters that came their way. Yet, in both cases, a lack of 
human-centred development, foresight, planning and coordination exacerbated the impact 
and contributed to the magnitude of the disaster in terms of human suffering.

The paper first examines the underlying conditions on the ground in Myanmar and 
the Philippines before the respective disasters struck. In each case the findings are that 
resilience in terms of both preparation and mitigation was limited by political obstacles 
and under-development (despite superior preparedness in the Philippines). The paper then 
considers the extent to which the domestic and international responses to these disasters 
were insufficient as a result of either lack of capacity or lack of will. The final section con-
tains lessons learned and policy prescriptions in order to enhance resilience in the face of 
future natural disasters in Asia.

Preconditions and Impacts

Environmental and governance backgrounds

The unprecedented magnitude of storms is a recurring theme in interview responses from 
policy-makers, academics and civil society representatives from both Myanmar and the 
Philippines; and a potential mitigating factor when assessing the degree to which there 
was any governance failure. These two countries are hardly alone when it comes to being 
overwhelmed by natural disasters greater than any they had previously experienced. Wealthy 
developed nations such as the US (Hurricane Katrina in 2005), Japan (the 2011 crisis, as 
mentioned above), and much of the EU (the heatwave of 2003) have also been caught 
unprepared, or have reacted insufficiently to natural disasters, leaving many vulnerable 
people unprotected and exposed. Yet the case studies addressed in this paper are particu-
larly important due to the high likelihood of a recurrence of natural disaster challenges, 
and the lessons that can be learned for other developing countries similarly threatened. 
This section looks at how conditions on the ground contributed to the eventual impact of 
Nargis and Haiyan.
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Myanmar’s preconditions and the impact of Nargis

Myanmar is highly vulnerable to natural hazards. A total of 27 natural disasters were 
recorded between 1980 and 2010, causing the deaths of approximately 140,000 people, 
and affecting the lives and livelihoods of 3.9 million people, or an average of 125,000 peo-
ple a year (Disaster Risk Reduction Working Group, 2013, p. 3). Cyclone Nargis, the most 
powerful cyclone to have struck Myanmar, affected more than 50 towns, left more than 
140,000 people dead and 2.4 million affected by loss of property and livelihoods (UNEP, 
2009, p. 3). Yet in terms of storm strength, Nargis was not in fact unprecedented, as only 
two years earlier category 4 cyclone Mara had hit the country, and this was only one of 83 
recorded major storms to have impacted the country (Lwin, 2016).

What was unprecedented was where and how the storm hit. It was one of only two storms 
to have made landfall on the coast of the Irrawaddy region; the other, in 1970, caused little 
damage (Aung, M. S., 2016). This is a low-lying, fertile, delta area where nine river mouths 
converge on the sea. These and other “natural” elements dramatically contributed to human 
vulnerability. The low-lying ground let the storm surge penetrate far and fast, and also gave 
few points of refuge. The nine rivers facilitated the surge’s penetration. The waters off the 
coast were shallow due to sedimentation, and this contributed to the size of the storm surge, 
as did the high tidal range of the delta. Not only did Nargis come in on the worst possible 
trajectory; it also paused for four hours on the morning of 2 May, gaining strength from a 
category 1 to a category 4 storm, before making impact the next day. Up to a tipping point 
of around 130 mph, storms do not produce much in the way of surge, but above this point 
devastating surges are to be expected. Nargis went from 80 mph to 140 mph at this time 
(Lwin, 2016). The cyclone then moved exceptionally slowly, taking 15 hours to traverse the 
region, and thereby concentrating the impact (Win, 2016).

Yet over and above the exceptional natural conditions, human agency contributed directly 
to both the severity of the cyclone’s impact and the level of surprise experienced by victims 
and the government. The fertile delta basin supported a large number of people under con-
ditions of relatively high population density. On the one hand, the waterways have always 
provided for the people and they were comfortable with them – to the point where they 
are said to have been “born in the water and so do not fear it” (Swan, 2016). On the other 
hand, the people had so little trust in the authorities that those warnings that were put out 
by the authorities were simply not believed (Aung, M. S., 2016). As a signatory to both the 
Hyogo Framework for Action and the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response, Myanmar had been putting effort into reducing the risk of natural 
disasters. The country was still unprepared, however, and specific plans for national disas-
ter management were not fully developed. Resilience education in the region, and in the 
country as a whole, was simply insufficient (Myint, 2016). Disaster experience without 
public awareness and disaster preparedness meant necessary evacuations did not take place 
(Lwin & Maung, 2011, p. 240). Indeed, post-disaster analysis identified the main cause of 
the tragedy as being a lack of awareness of the danger, how to prepare and when and where 
to evacuate (Shikada et al., 2012, p. 186).

Myanmar stands out as “a pre-eminent example of a post-colonial state subsumed in 
what development analysis describes as a ‘conflict trap’” (Smith, 2007, p. 3). Facing diverse 
 challenges, including ethnic insurgencies and remnants of colonial experience,  successive 
governments have adopted governance policies that emphasise national sovereignty, 
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territorial integrity and national unity (Tin, 1998, p. 392). National security prioritisation 
has also been pursued as a result of the dominant role of the military in Myanmar’s govern-
ance. Direct military spending has held constant at just under a quarter of the total budget. 
In 2011 it was 23.6 per cent, and as of 2014 Myanmar spent 23.2 per cent of its national 
budget directly on military spending (Global Security, 2016). As will be detailed below, 
however, the national security focus further distorted the budgetary allocations, leaving little 
for human-centred development and resilience building. For the period 2004–09 military 
spending was consistently higher than that on health and education combined (Oo et al., 
2015, p. 1).

The Philippines’ preconditions and the impact of Haiyan

The Philippines, situated in the Pacific “Ring of Fire” is also one of the most disaster-prone 
countries in Asia, and is exposed to six to nine tropical storms and typhoons annually. 
The government of the Philippines has been working on reducing its vulnerabilities on the 
various levels. As one of Asia’s emerging economies, it has been increasing its Disaster Risk 
Reduction (DRR) budget allocation, has deployed Project NOAH (Nationwide Operational 
Assessment of Hazards), and has also provided legal frameworks and institutions: the 
National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Framework and the National Disaster 
Risk Reduction and Management Council (NDRRMC). In November 2013, however, as 
Typhoon Haiyan devastated the central Philippines, the shortcomings of these efforts to mit-
igate against the impact of, and to manage, the disaster were exposed. The largest typhoon in 
the world left more than 6,000 dead, 27,000 injured and 3.9 million people displaced (Ratha 
& Mahapatra, 2014, p. 1). Philippines disaster management had two initial advantages over 
that of Myanmar. First, the Philippines formed part of the ASEAN team that addressed the 
aftermath of Myanmar’s disaster, so they had practical experience in managing a comparable 
disaster. Second, the Philippines is a much more open society, with a thriving civil society 
and high level of social capital. Yet Haiyan still had a devastating impact, to a certain extent 
exacerbated by governance shortcomings.

The reasons for the severity of the impact of Typhoon Haiyan are complex. Thanks 
to basic geography, the Philippines has long been one of the most vulnerable places to 
natural disasters (Plumer, 2013). As an archipelago nation of more than 7,000 islands, the 
country ranked highest in the world in terms of vulnerability to tropical cyclone occur-
rence, third in terms of people exposed to such seasonal events, and sixth in terms of 
vulnerability (i.e. extremely vulnerable) to climate change according to the recent Climate 
Change Vulnerability Index (Climate Change Commission, 2010, p. 2). The human cost of 
Typhoon Haiyan was exacerbated by population growth in high-risk coastal areas. Nearly 
40 per cent of the country now lives in large, storm-prone, coastal cities (Plumer, 2013). At 
least 60 per cent of the country’s total land area is exposed to multiple hazards, rendering 
almost 75 per cent of its population at risk (Jose, 2012). The island of Leyte, the northeast 
of which was particularly badly hit by Haiyan, is flat on the northern part but mountainous 
on its southern and south-western portion (Regional Development Council, 2011, p. 2), 
resulting in a population concentration in the more habitable areas that lay directly in 
Haiyan’s path. The population of Tacloban, a city in the flat northern section, had nearly 
tripled from around 76,000 to 221,000 in just 40 years (Borenstein, 2013). Leyte is visited 
by typhoons on average more than once a year, with at least 25 per cent of the total land 
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area susceptible to floods, and more than 70 per cent of its total land area susceptible to 
landslides (Jose, 2012, pp. 7–8).

In addition to population density and distribution, Jose (2012) argues that the country’s 
vulnerability to natural disasters has been further exacerbated by the incidence of poverty. 
Currently, in the Philippines, 5.0 per cent of the population are in severe poverty, 18.4 per 
cent are below the income poverty line, and a further 12.2 per cent are near poverty (UNDP, 
2014, p. 6). The poor suffer the most from disasters since they have the most limited capac-
ity to cope in terms of preparation before and recovery after disasters. Furthermore, the 
coastal areas, which are home to a large marginal subsistence sector of the population that 
depends largely on the coastal resources for its livelihood, remained unprotected from the 
disastrous impact of storms and surges.

Thus, in both cases, the magnitude of the storms, and the geographic conditions where 
they hit, meant that even for countries so used to natural disasters these were destined to 
be catastrophic.

Political economy and preparedness in Myanmar

Myanmar suffers from major deficiencies in most basic services due to the regime’s previous 
prioritisation of military expenditure over social development. For example, as of 2009, 
shortly before the cyclone hit, the government spent just 0.2 per cent of GDP on health care. 
Globally, the national health system was ranked 190th of 191 (Mullany et al., 2008, p. 45). 
The intersection between macroeconomic development projects and military prioritisation 
is demonstrated by the Yadana Project, which takes natural gas from the Andaman Sea 
through a pipeline in southern Myanmar to Thailand, and is the single largest source of 
revenue for the military (Global Security, 2016). Not surprisingly then, improvement in the 
public systems of provision and distribution has not been a high priority of the state. Those 
resources earmarked for infrastructure development were distorted by central security and 
development considerations, and diverted into projects such as the construction of the new, 
isolated (and thus more secure) capital of Naypyidaw, and to macro-development projects 
such as gas pipelines and hydro-electric dams. Thus, although a resource-rich country, and 
the “Rice Bowl of Asia”, Myanmar has remained a poor nation of 55.4 million individuals, 
26 per cent of whom live below the poverty line (Stover & Vinck, 2008, p. 730). When the 
cyclone hit, roofs and electrical poles could not withstand the heavy assault, even in the 
commercial capital of Rangoon, and 82 per cent of homes in cyclone-affected areas were 
totally or partially destroyed (Stover & Vinck, 2008, p. 730). After the cyclone, infrastructure 
conditions were of course even worse, posing major logistical challenges for post-disaster 
relief and reconstruction. Main roads and rivers were full of debris, so the delivery of relief 
materials was considerably delayed, further impacting the affected communities. Many 
people died during this time because of the shortage of drinking water and food, especially 
in remote villages (Shikada et al., 2012, p. 186).

 The pre-disaster struggle for survival among the most vulnerable communities had 
resulted in overexploitation of the environment and unsustainable natural resource man-
agement; thus, it forced them to live in a more insecure and vulnerable environment to 
natural disaster. The areas most affected by Cyclone Nargis, in particular the Ayeyarwady 
and Yangon Division, clearly reflected the interdependent linkages between environment 
deterioration, disaster vulnerability and human insecurity (UNEP, 2009, p. 10). Thus the 
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United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2009, p. 15) noted in its case study 
on Learning from Cyclone Nargis that because previously the government had focused 
on development priorities rather than on natural resource sustainability, “[a]ttention 
was directed towards increasing production by harnessing more land area and building 
infrastructure such as embankments, without fully considering environmental impacts”. 
Senator U Kyi Win, Irrawaddy representative of the National League for Democracy (NLD) 
Central Working Committee, places the blame for the magnitude of the disaster squarely 
on human impact on the environment (2016). Primarily these impacts are related to the 
deforestation of natural mangrove barriers to storm surge. The four main culprits are: (i) 
expansion of fisheries and paddy fields (including a government-sponsored initiative for 
double cropping) to increase agricultural output at least in part for export; (ii) industrial 
salt production; (iii) production of coke from mangrove wood (for which the government 
granted many licences); and (iv) use of mangrove wood directly, for instance for furniture. 
Poor forestry management was exacerbated by poor enforcement of what regulations were 
in place due to corruption, including bribery to escape punishment for infringements 
(Win, 2016).

Lack of education, information and training also plays a role here, with few communi-
ties receiving training or awareness-raising activities on sustainable resource management 
(UNEP, 2009, p. 11). On the other hand, land tenure insecurity meant that farmers and fish-
ermen had little motivation to think about the long-term implications of how they manage 
their land or their fisheries (UNEP, 2009, p. 12). Natural aquatic abundance meant that little 
development effort had been put into building roads and bridges, as the people relied on 
water-borne transport. This further hindered relief efforts in the immediate aftermath of the 
storm (Shikada et al., 2012, p. 186). Local and national authorities had also refrained from 
building storm shelters and other measures to increase resilience. While there could be some 
justification for a government with limited resources refraining from building expensive 
cyclone shelters in an area that has not, historically, been particularly prone to cyclones, 
this does not explain why the government refrained from constructing the much cheaper 
artificial hillocks on such low-lying flat ground, which would at least have given people 
somewhere to climb above the storm surge. Such a program had already been carried out 
across the Bay of Bengal in Bangladesh, another vulnerable country with limited financial 
resources (Myint, 2016). Cyclone Nargis therefore raised important questions with regard 
to past, present and future governance practices in Myanmar.

Political economy and preparedness in the Philippines

Corruption and political clans are part of the governance problem in the Philippines. Despite 
starting the postwar period as the second richest country in Asia, and being one of the 
largest recipients of official development assistance (ODA) since then, the conditions for 
many citizens, a quarter of whom live on less than one dollar a day, have scarcely improved. 
Despite gaining attention as one of Asia’s fastest emerging economies with an annual growth 
rate of between 6 and 7 per cent (World Bank, 2014), the country remains ranked only 133rd 
in the world by gross national income (GNI) per capita in purchasing power parity (PPP), 
and the national and local infrastructure is in a desperate situation. Outside the National 
Central Region, few enjoy access to reliable electricity, roads, bridges, ports and other 
elements of basic infrastructure. The country ranks behind many neighbouring Southeast 
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Asian countries in terms of infrastructure spending (ADB, 2014, p. 219). In Tacloban, 
hardest hit by the typhoon, one in three houses only consisted of wooden exterior walls and 
one in seven had a grass roof (Borenstein, 2013). Indeed, Walden Bello (2009) has termed 
the Philippines an “anti-development state”. Thus, although Haiyan was always destined 
to be a major natural disaster, its arrival was not as well prepared for as it may have been. 
Rehabilitation in the aftermath of Haiyan is an ongoing problem with many still exposed 
to extreme vulnerability because the needed funds have simply not been secured (Arcala 
Hall, 2016).

When Haiyan hit, government response efforts were further hindered by the lack of sat-
ellite phones, naval assets and aircraft (Alcantara, 2014, p. 342). There was, in fact, only one 
satellite phone, which had been lent by the ASEAN coordination centre for Humanitarian 
Assistance (Arcala Hall, 2016). Relief delivery efforts were challenged by infrastructure 
obstacles (Ratha & Mahapatra, 2014, p. 4), including the fact that the roads between the 
airport and the main metropolitan area were blocked, and only 22 per cent of the nation’s 
roads are paved (Plumer, 2013). While pre-positioned relief goods were washed away by the 
storm, the Philippine Air Force (PAF) suffered from “lack of strategic foresight, overreliance 
on external partners, and chronic corruption”, and had only three C-130 aircraft to dispatch 
to affected areas, leaving many areas inaccessible (Heydarian, 2013). Thus, “as Typhoon 
Haiyan made its way through the Philippines, it became clear that all the preparations 
undertaken were overwhelmed by the magnitude of the typhoon” (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, 
& Arcala Hall, 2015, p. vii).

In a country where, on average, 20 tropical storms impact each year, the Government 
of the Philippines has been criticised for failing to come up with guidelines for allocating 
adaption funding (Ratha & Mahapatra, 2014, p. 8). One year before Typhoon Haiyan hit 
the country, Jose (2012) studied the national government’s Disaster Risk Reduction budget 
allocation. Her findings were that although the Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) budget 
allocation had been increasing, it had remained earmarked mainly for post-disaster recov-
ery (Jose, 2012, pp. 23–28). The DRR budget allocation expanded from P16.934 billion in 
2010 to P27.332 billion in 2011, which was a tremendous increase compared with the less 
than 1 per cent growth between 2009 and 2010. Despite this increase, however, the DRR 
budget allocation still accounted for a mere 2.12 per cent of the national budget and 0.28 
per cent of the projected GDP for 2011 (Jose, 2012, pp. 23–28). As a result of the two major 
typhoons that hit the country in 2010, the largest budget growth (360 per cent) was assigned 
to sustainable recovery to address the requirements for rehabilitation and reconstruction, 
while preparedness and preliminary and detailed engineering of disaster countermeasures 
for roads, bridges and flood control projects, which are important elements of pre-disaster 
spending, actually showed a decline in budget allocation from 2010 to 2011 (Jose, 2012, 
pp. 23–28). Although expenditure for forest management, which admittedly is important 
to control flooding and for the prevention of landslides, accounted for 13 per cent of those 
resources allocated to DRR, the budget for the scientific aspects of hazards and risk, such 
as hazard assessment, mapping, forecasting and early warning, accounted for less than 5 
per cent of the total DRR budget (Jose, 2012, pp. 29–30).

In both cases, then, levels of socioeconomic development were not conducive to resil-
ience, but vulnerability was also increased by government spending priorities. The next 
section considers the adequacy of the response by those who govern to these unprecedented 
calamities, as well as responses by the international community in both cases.
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Responses

Domestic responses in Myanmar

The burden of responding to Nargis fell upon the Ministry of Social Welfare, Relief and 
Resettlement (MSWRR), which received 0.003 per cent of the national budget (Aung, P. 
T., 2016). The Ministry has two departments: Relief and Resettlement should have been 
responsible for the response to Nargis, but the Director General was being sued at the time, 
so it was passed to the Department of Social Welfare. Unfortunately, the Director General 
of Social Welfare had just retired so the buck was passed to the Deputy Director General 
(Aung, P. T., 2016). When the storm hit, the team tasked with the government response was 
at a conference in Stockholm; it was then delayed while trying to return, only arriving on 
6 May. The total resources allocated to this central response coordination team in Yangon 
were five officials, three staff members and a single computer (Mya, 2016). They not only 
had to deal with inter-agency conflicts and bureaucratic inertia, but were also overwhelmed 
by the challenges of coordinating so many international actors and government agencies 
(Mya, 2016). Far more damning, however, was the prioritisation of other interests even after 
the cyclone had struck. The behaviour of the ruling State Peace and Development Council 
(SPDC) “seemed at times to be almost unbelievably callous”, with a popular referendum 
on a new SPDC-backed constitution going ahead as planned on 10 May (Seekins, 2009, p. 
726). The state media devoted more attention to the vote than to the disaster, and the SPDC 
Chairman, Senior General Than Shwe, conspicuous by his absence in the early days of the 
crisis, was shown on state television on 10 May, casting his “Yes” vote for the new basic law 
(Seekins, 2009, p. 726). Despite being the only agency with sufficient response capability, 
the armed forces were not initially called out, and did not make a real contribution to relief 
efforts until some days had passed (Selth, 2008, p. 397).

Myanmar was party to ASEAN’s Regional Integrated Multi-hazard Early-warning System 
(RIMES), which notified Myanmar’s Department of Meteorology and Hydrology about 
the impending storm on 26 April, and continued to give updates until it made landfall 
five days later (Lwin, 2016). The Director General of the Department of Meteorology and 
Hydrology contacted senior local and national government officials, as well as military 
commanders, with regular warnings and updates over the five days. He also contacted the 
government-controlled newspapers, eventually, on 1 May, persuading a reporter to sit down 
for a half-hour briefing. But it was difficult, and even dangerous, to convince those in power 
that a terrible disaster was about to happen, and that its impact was to be magnified as a 
result of poor governance (Aye, 2016). The interview was eventually published on 2 May, 
but hidden inside the paper rather than on the front page, and with a very toned-down 
message (Lwin, 2016). The opposition NLD first informed the international community of 
the magnitude of the disaster. The day after Nargis hit, local NLD members started arriving 
in Yangon and briefing headquarters. On 5 May, the NLD HQ compiled a report, and on 6 
May it asked international agencies for help (Myint, 2016). In the absence of government 
action, and with the ongoing embargo on much of the international assistance, local civil 
society stepped up. Yet the junta was even hostile to the local population supplying urgently 
needed supplies to their suffering neighbours, demanding that they return home (Özerdem, 
2010, p. 699). The authorities clamped down on the activities of civil society first responders, 
ultimately arresting and imprisoning some of those who had done the most to respond to 
Nargis (Win, 2016). Nevertheless, the demonstrations of community resilience were among 
the few positive elements surrounding the impact of Cyclone Nargis.
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Domestic responses in the Philippines

In the Philippines, Project NOAH had been deployed as an early warning tool for typhoon 
preparedness which, according to the government, would result in “a more accurate, 
integrated, and responsive disaster prevention and mitigation system, especially in high-
risk areas throughout the Philippines” (Pinaroc, 2013). Using the recent acquisition of 
Doppler radar technology, with at that time 11 operational radars, six under Project NOAH, 
three donated by the Japanese government, and two under the Philippine Atmospheric, 
Geophysical and Astronomical Services Administration (PAGASA) (Madrazo-Sta. Romana, 
2013), extreme weather warnings were issued two days before Haiyan hit land, and there 
were regular updates in the media through PAGASA bulletins (Madrazo-Sta. Romana, 
2013). In addition to President Benigno Aquino appearing on prime time television on 7 
November to warn the public about the storm, two Cabinet Secretaries, Voltaire Gazmin 
(Department of National Defense) and Manuel Roxas II (Department of Interior and Local 
Government), respectively the Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson for Disaster Preparedness 
of the National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council (NDRRMC), were sent 
to Tacloban before Haiyan hit to coordinate the disaster response (Alcantara, 2014, pp. 
339–340).

In anticipation of Haiyan’s landfall, government, non-government and international 
actors undertook a number of pre-emptive and prepositioning activities including the 
issuance of advisories to line agencies and local government units, preparedness meetings 
with local, national and international actors, and the prepositioning of goods, equipment, 
transportation, and assessment and response teams both in Manila and in localities within 
the typhoon’s projected path (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 30). Pre-emptive 
evacuation began several days prior to landfall, with 125,604 people moving to 109 evac-
uation centres in 22 provinces (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 33). The UN 
cluster system had been institutionalised in 2008, and was implemented by the Philippine 
government during Haiyan. The Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and Management 
Act was institutionalised in 2010, with the setting up of the National Disaster Risk and 
Management Framework and the NDRRMC.

Despite having this institutional framework in place, however, the NDRRMC was not 
fully able to coordinate overall response activities or to provide adequate resources. While 
it correctly predicted the ferocity of the storm and advised citizens to take the necessary 
precautions, the substantial devolution of functions to local governments challenged the 
coordination of a national preparedness framework (Alcantara, 2014, p. 337). The NDRRMC 
was hamstrung from the outset by the lack of secretary-level representation, and by the 
presence of many of the critical department secretaries in Tacloban; thus, the lack of top-
level leadership “quickly became a painful liability” (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 
2015, pp. 42–60). The individual departments bypassed NDRRMC coordination and the 
Office of Civil Defense (OCD), and worked independently in response. In this disaster, the 
limitations of a coordinating council such as the NDRRMC were made apparent. Civilian 
departments at all levels lacked the tight coordination and seamless communications of the 
military (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 60). A further level of governance 
was added in the new Office of the Presidential Assistant for Rehabilitation and Recovery 
(OPARR), created by virtue of Memorandum Order No. 62 as Haiyan struck, which may 
have further confused the chain of command (Arcala Hall, 2016).
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The early storm warnings and preparations did not reach everyone (failing the poorer and 
more vulnerable), and they were not disseminated in local languages (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, 
& Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 77). Furthermore, many of those who did receive warnings sim-
ply had nowhere to go, due to geographical challenges, and although before Haiyan hit, 
Philippine authorities managed to move 800,000 people to sturdier evacuation centres 
(churches or schools) many of these structures were also not up to withstanding a storm of 
such magnitude (Plumer, 2013). Evacuation centres full of vulnerable people huddling in 
basements became death traps in a “tsunami-like swirl of water” (Marshall, 2013). Others 
were reluctant to evacuate their homes for fear of being robbed or losing their property 
(Ferris, 2013). Despite the introduction of Project NOAH, national and local government 
authorities were criticised for not taking more decisive measures, considering the institu-
tional knowledge of just how bad it could get. Many pre-positioned supplies and resources 
were stored in warehouses too far from distribution facilities, or too close to the rising 
waters.

In Tacloban and other cities, where local government authorities failed to get people 
to evacuate, the national government could, and should, have planned for implement-
ing mandatory evacuation among the most vulnerable areas. Awareness-raising efforts 
and extensive long-term preparation (over the course of the preceding months and years), 
including familiarising residents with early warnings and imposing forced evacuations to 
safer areas, could have saved many people in a region such as this which is known to be 
vulnerable to natural disasters (James, 2008, p. 428). This is borne out by the fact that all 
residents of Tulang Diyot Island in Cebu survived without casualties, even though some 500 
houses were destroyed by winds and waves from Typhoon Haiyan. According to the report 
of the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, the absence of casualties and the successful 
evacuation of 1,000 people is attributed to San Francisco town Mayor Alfredo Arquillano, 
who won the UN Disaster Risk Reduction Award in 2011 for the Making Cities Resilient 
Campaign, for his leadership in promoting early warnings and evacuations in the years 
preceding the disaster (Patria, 2013). As with Nargis in Myanmar, many of those in the 
path of Haiyan were used to natural disasters and did not fear the water, so they envisioned 
the predicted storm surge as merely large waves posing a danger to those at sea rather than 
a tsunami-like encroachment onto the land, and thus failed to take adequate precautions 
(Arcala Hall, 2016).

At the time Haiyan hit, internal political challenges and the interaction between different 
agencies and levels of governance further complicated the response process and in turn 
contributed to the devastating impact of the storm. Weeks before Haiyan’s landfall, President 
Aquino confronted corruption scandals (Heydarian, 2013). There was an ongoing process 
of administrative decentralisation in an effort to empower Local Government Units (LGUs) 
and enhance their political autonomy (Heydarian, 2013). Due to the decentralised nature 
of governance in the Philippines, LGUs are given the primary responsibility for the imple-
mentation of local disaster risk reduction and management plans, including post-disaster 
recovery, but many have limited technical and financial capacities, and the majority of the 
LGUs struggled to resume their core operations after the typhoon (Salazar, 2015, p. 283). 
Yet while tension between national government and local authorities is inevitable due to 
the devolution of powers, there should have been guidelines outlining what happens when 
local authorities are unable to respond (Alcantara, 2014, p. 344). Tensions and political “bad 
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blood” between representatives of the national government and the Tacloban City Mayor, 
Alfred Romualdez, proved particularly problematic in the case of Haiyan (Arcala Hall, 2016).

Parallel to the NDRRMC, the military worked through the Multinational Coordination 
Center (MNCC). Even though the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) had already 
commenced work on opening up major supply routes for faster delivery of goods and aid 
to the victims of natural disasters (Ratha & Mahapatra, 2014, p. 5), and had been praised 
for its acceptance of civilian command (Arcala Hall, 2016), it was widely criticised for its 
slow response and distribution of relief goods after the storm, and the failure to prevent the 
descent into looting. The AFP was happy to take orders from the DSWD (a reversal of the 
situation in Myanmar) but ranked disaster response only fourth of its six mission priorities, 
far behind its number one priority of fighting insurgents, to which it was keen to return 
(Arcala Hall, 2016). The national government should have been more proactive, given the 
relative underdevelopment of LGUs (Heydarian, 2013); while as a result of unpreparedness, 
inadequate local government units that should have been first responders were themselves 
turned into victims.

Thus the type of governance structure proved problematic in each case, but for different 
reasons. Authoritarian governance marginalised and impeded civilian contributions in 
Myanmar, whereas in the Philippines lack of coordination between the large number of 
relief actors also had a negative impact. It has been estimated that half of all humanitarian 
assistance during Haiyan originated from the private sector, and often the efforts of such 
actors existed outside the official framework (Arcala Hall, 2016; Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & 
Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 41). The response phase is when the military, both domestic and foreign, 
have an opportunity to bring their unique capabilities (in particular heavy lift) to bear, and 
also when it is acceptable for them to play a leading role. Unfortunately, in Myanmar the 
domestic military initially failed to respond, but also, as will be demonstrated in the next 
section, national security considerations led to the blocking of foreign military assistance. 
By contrast, not only did the Philippine military behave mostly in an exemplary fashion 
(perhaps even being too deferential to civilian control), but the country also welcomed 
the largest and most diverse foreign military disaster response of any country in history.

International responses in Myanmar

Twenty-four countries pledged financial support totalling US$30 million within a week 
of Nargis striking (Selth, 2008, p. 387). Yet it was not until 6 May that the regime agreed 
to accept foreign assistance, and only then on the basis that it could control aid distribu-
tion, following which it was “slow to issue visas to foreign specialists and to allow aid into 
Myanmar” (Selth, 2008, p. 387). Indeed, the government did not allow international experts 
and cargo ships with aid goods into its territory for several weeks (Kapucu, 2011, p. 12). Even 
when this situation was relaxed somewhat, the government made it clear that only “friendly” 
countries would be allowed into Myanmar, denying naval vessels loaded with aid supplies 
from the US, Britain and France permission to dock or to deliver supplies by helicopter 
(Selth, 2008, p. 388), only allowing limited humanitarian access and refusing to issue visas 
to aid workers (BBC, 2008). “Essential supplies piled up in neighbouring countries as UN 
agencies, non-government organisations and others waited for the government’s approval 
to go into the country” (Selth, 2008, pp. 387–388).
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The government’s refusal of humanitarian assistance resulted from not only its lack 
of capacity to respond effectively but also its distrust of the intentions of mainly Western 
governments and aid organisations (Stover & Vinck, 2008, p. 730). Members of the inter-
national community condemned the government’s actions, or rather inaction. On 16 May, 
then-UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown declared that: “A natural disaster is being made 
into a man-made catastrophe by the neglect and the inhumane treatment of the Burmese 
people by a regime that is failing to act” (The Telegraph, 2008). France’s Foreign Minister, 
Bernard Kouchner, invoked the “responsibility to protect” and called on the UN Security 
Council to pass a resolution authorising the delivery of aid to the survivors of the cyclone, 
imposing such measures even in the face of objections by the local authorities (Barber, 2009, 
p. 4). In an unprecedented move, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon found it necessary 
to travel to a disaster-affected country to plead for borders to be opened to relief aid and 
international disaster experts, eventually emerging with an agreement that would admit 
international aid workers “regardless of nationalities” and allow ASEAN to oversee the dis-
tribution of relief (Stover & Vinck, 2008, p. 730). Yet even after this agreement was reached, 
aid workers’ movements were severely restricted. Ultimately, in response to international 
pressure, the Government of Myanmar organised the Tripartite Core Group (TCG) com-
prising the Government of Myanmar itself, ASEAN and UN agencies, to coordinate relief 
efforts following the ASEAN–UN International Pledging Conference on 25 May 2008 (TCG, 
2009). The TCG initiated assessments, relief arrangements, and reviews of the situation, as 
well as coordinating the work of all aid agencies from Myanmar and outside (Shikada et 
al., 2012, p. 187). The Post-Nargis Recovery and Preparedness Plan (PONREPP) was pub-
lished and reviewed several times in order “to monitor and update the situation of affected 
communities for humanitarian responses, and to make more informed, strategic decisions 
for long-term recovery” (Shikada et al., 2012, p. 187).

International responses in the Philippines

The Philippines had a much smoother relationship with the international community, and 
has been described as a “pioneer in receiving assistance”, accepting help from 29 countries, 
only two of which (the US and Australia) had a prior status of forces agreement, and only 
turning down assistance from China (Arcala Hall, 2016). The 2010 National Disaster Risk 
Reduction Management Act provided the relevant framework and mechanisms, with the 
President, upon the recommendation of the Chairman of the NDRRMC, able to declare 
a warrant calling for international humanitarian assistance when the extent or magnitude 
of damage and destruction exceeded national capacity. To facilitate import of relief goods, 
the One-Stop Shop (OSS) mechanism was designed to provide an expedited system for 
clearance processing 24 hours a day, seven days a week (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson and Arcala 
Hall, 2015, p. 19). The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
coordinated extensively through meetings with its relevant Philippine government counter-
parts, particularly the OCD, and in 2013 had already been part of several disaster response 
operations before Haiyan (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 51).

UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Valerie Amos frankly acknowledged, however, the 
limitations of and delays in the international community’s response, saying, “I do feel we 
have let people down because we are not able to get in more quickly” (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, 
& Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 40). The NDRRMC gatekeeping role was inherently weak, with 
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little or no screening of bilateral assistance to match it with the rapidly evolving needs, 
and no offer of assistance rejected (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, p. 61). As a 
result, much of what was supplied reflected what foreign militaries wanted to send rather 
than what was needed: level 1 medical assistance, not the unique resources they could have 
offered; water purification facilities on ships but no small boats to bring the water to the 
shore; no forklifts at unloading facilities, but amphibious landing capabilities that were 
blocked by debris. Thus the foreign military assistance was often redundant, expensive, 
inefficient and, in the Japanese case, only 10 per cent of forces were actually involved in 
delivery (Arcala Hall, 2016). Foreign militaries tended to follow directives from their 
national governments, or direct bilateral coordination with the AFP, while apart from the 
Philippine Red Cross, a member of the NDRRMC, few local or international NGOs fully 
utilised the national coordination platforms (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, 
p. 63). Thus, local response confusion was further increased by an overwhelming influx 
of external responders (ibid.).

Legacies and Lessons Learned

The legacy of Nargis in Myanmar

Two weeks after Nargis, responsibility was transferred from the MSWRR to the much better 
funded and staffed Ministry of Finance (Mya, 2016). Likewise, the Ministry of Transport 
took over infrastructure rebuilding efforts in order to allow the MSWRR to focus on emer-
gency relief (Aye, 2016). Ultimately, a large number of national and local government agen-
cies became involved with DRR. Coordination of these agencies is carried out through 
central committees and in accordance with new laws and standard operating procedures. 
Chief among these are the Disaster Risk Reduction Working Group (DRRWG), which 
was formed in 2008 during the early recovery phase after Cyclone Nargis, and has since 
grown into a diverse network of 49 agencies working for DRR throughout Myanmar; the 
National Disaster Preparedness Central Committee (NDPCC), set up in 2009, whose duties 
involve outlining policies, guidelines and SOPs; the National Natural Disaster Preparedness 
Management Work Committee (NNDPMWC), which systematically undertakes DRM and 
preparedness measures, including providing aid and implementing policies and directives 
on managing local aid set by the NDPCC; the July 2009 Myanmar Action Plan on Disaster 
Risk Reduction (MAPDRR) 2009–2015, and the MAPDRR Task Force and Working Groups 
(Lwin & Maung, 2011; Rego, 2014).

Meanwhile, implementation of measures and coordination between the government’s 
various departments and international organisations is regulated by the Natural Disaster 
Management Law while “Standing Orders on DM have been drafted to ensure the effective 
execution of emergency relief and rehabilitation operations and the timely mobilization of 
resources” (Rego, 2014, p. 11). The 2013 Natural Disaster Management Law made saving 
lives the executive priority in time of crisis. Government employees during Nargis had 
wanted to help, but had been prevented from doing so, and so were also left traumatised 
(Price, 2016). The Law now not only freed them to help in the future, but also required 
them to do so. This led to a great new spirit for leveraging the government’s considerable 
resources (Price, 2016). In 2015, new regulations for ministries and local government were 
propagated, and a two-week intensive disaster management training school was set up for 
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department officials and national and local NGOs (Aye, 2016). In January 2016, an MOU 
was signed with the Netherlands on constructing flood defences.

Perhaps most importantly, in 2012, the government expounded its vision of a centralised 
Emergency Operations Center (EOC) and welcomed international assistance to help it suc-
ceed in its vision. Assistance was forthcoming from the United States, with the EOC being 
initiated in 2014, and becoming operational in 2015, just in time for the calamitous floods 
and landslides that struck the country towards the end of the year. Despite 12 out of 14 
regions and 1.6 million people being affected by five major events, and the EOC only recently 
having come on line, the coordinated response stood in stark contrast to the response to 
Nargis. For 67 days the EOC was able to carry out 24-hour situational monitoring, and 
this time no lives were lost as a result of bad management (Price, 2016). Very experienced 
managers were now empowered to act. Access for international agencies had gone from zero 
to total freedom via an open invitation. Email, phone and face-to-face personal meetings 
have replaced letters and lengthy bureaucratic meetings. Thus, three ASEAN emergency 
response teams were quickly deployed, as well as one from UNDAC, with 12 UN agencies 
being involved alongside American and Australian emergency managers and with crucial 
roles carried out by the JICA-installed early warning system (EWS) and very capable JICA 
(Japan International Cooperation Agency) project advisors on the ground (Price, 2016). 
In total, 316 travel authorisations were issued, to any flood affected part of the country, 
within 4–24 hours, as opposed to the two weeks that was previously the norm. The human 
security focus is clear from the list and order of SOP and guidelines displayed prominently 
in the EOC, to be referred to for all operational decision-making: RESPONSE – Save Life, 
Reduce Suffering, Protect Property, Protect Environment; RECOVERY – Livelihoods, Social 
Protection, Most Vulnerable Groups. For Price (2016), the level of local civil and military 
expertise and experience, combined with increased technological and organisational coor-
dination, could now make Myanmar a benchmark for ASEAN.

The legacy of Haiyan in the Philippines

While the response to Typhoon Haiyan was significantly better than that to Nargis, primarily 
due to closer adherence to good practices, better planning and reaction, and a much greater 
openness to international assistance, nevertheless the disaster led to a realisation that there 
remained significant room for improvement. Thus the Philippines has strengthened its 
National Disaster Response Plan (NDRP) for Hydro-Meteorological Hazards, outlining 
the processes and mechanisms to facilitate a coordinated response by the departments and 
agencies at the national and local levels. The Pre-Disaster Risk Assessment (PDRA) was 
institutionalised in August 2014 to ensure that hazard-specific, time-bound and area-fo-
cused assessment would ensure better decision-making and actions at the national and 
local levels (Ehrenfeld, Aanenson, & Arcala Hall, 2015, p. viii). Better training of local and 
private groups to facilitate self-help by first responders, combined with broader education 
of the vulnerable, should help build resilience. This is to be supported by better pre-posi-
tioning of relief supplies (safer and closer to airports/military lift capabilities), construction 
of shelters, and the clearance of no-build zones from the shoreline. In general, the mantra 
has been that building better preparations must be the “new normal” (Arcala Hall, 2016). 
Furthermore, there is recognition of the need for the NDRRMC to be better empowered 
to perform its central leadership and coordination role.
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Conclusion

In both cases examined in this paper, despite the countries concerned being regularly 
exposed to the visitation and depredation of various natural disasters, and despite dra-
matically divergent governance models, the respective governments failed to fully take on 
board governance obligations. As a result of policy actions and inactions connected with the 
prioritisation of national security and development projects, the most vulnerable sections of 
society were left exposed. In both cases, a failure to view DRM as a holistic process involving 
all levels of society, the environment, education, training, information, development and 
human security had devastating consequences. While the Philippines suffered from coordi-
nation problems, Myanmar failed to protect its people by refusing humanitarian assistance. 
Under the rubric of good governance and human security, the national government should 
be the first and the foremost actor to mitigate against the effects of natural disasters, and it is 
the obligation of national leaders to protect their citizens before, during and after disasters 
impact. National governments must also, however, take the lead in terms of interacting 
with international responders, making sure that the right sort of assistance is offered, and 
neither too little (Myanmar) nor too much (Philippines) is accepted.

Natural disasters have always posed a threat to human security, and will continue to do 
so. The damage of natural disasters can, however, be reduced with proper preparation efforts. 
These include, but are not limited to, a comprehensive education program at the national, 
local and grassroots levels; efficient early warning systems giving timely information, com-
municated in an all-inclusive manner; a robust evacuation structure, with better developed 
infrastructure, and more resilient shelters; and the reversal of environmental degradation in 
the interests of long-term mitigation and resilience. The implementation of these initiatives 
and policies is only possible when governments acknowledge their governance duties to the 
most vulnerable sections of society, and when they view natural disaster management as an 
integral part of a comprehensive and inclusive approach to development and human security.

Notes

1.  According to the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR, 2009), 
resilience is “The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, 
absorb, accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient 
manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures 
and functions”.

2.  Development/underdevelopment here refers to both the traditional state-centric institutional 
model embodied by aggregate measurements such as GDP per capita and GNI per capita, and 
the human development variants. One problem related to disaster risk reduction is that while 
underdevelopment in traditional terms can certainly undermine resilience, as on average 
infrastructure, housing, response teams etc. are less well provided for, macro-development 
projects, or a failure to have a human-centred focus in development planning, can also impact 
negatively on resilience.

3.  “Governance is the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public and private, 
manage their common affairs” (Commission on Global Governance, 1995, p. 2). Sound 
governance is a subset of governance, wherein public resources and problems are managed 
effectively, efficiently and in response to the critical needs of society (UNDP, 1997, p. 9).

4.  For the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR), there is no such thing as a “natural” 
disaster, only natural hazards, and Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) aims to reduce the damage 
caused by natural hazards such as earthquakes, floods, droughts and cyclones, through an ethic 
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of prevention. Meanwhile, mainstreaming disaster risk management in development planning 
can reverse the current trend of rising disaster impact. “Economic development, population 
growth, and rapid urbanization are driving the increase in disaster losses. According to the 
United Nations, more than two-thirds of the world’s population will live in cities by 2050. If 
countries act decisively, they can save lives and assets” (World Bank, 2016).
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